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Picturing the News:  
20th Century American Political Cartoon Collections on the Web
By Jeremy Brett, independent archivist
The political cartoon represents, in its purest form, the 
truth of the old axiom that a picture is worth a thousand 
words. A clear, well-drawn graphic can be amazingly 
effective in expressing a particular political point, and has 
the ability to change minds, move hearts, inspire emotions, 
and shift loyalties. We recall the first American political 
cartoon, Benjamin Franklin’s famous 1754 “Join, or Die” 
depiction of a snake (America) divided into its constituent 
parts (the British colonies), and how effectively and 
instantly that image summed up the dire need for colonial 
unity and the safety of union. We remember how Harper’s 
Weekly cartoonist Thomas Nast (1840-1902), with his 
caustic, razor-sharp drawings, helped to bring down the 
outrageously corrupt political reign of “Boss” William 
Tweed in 1870s New York City. We note that the term 
“McCarthyism,” which gave its name to an entire era and 
sums up so much of the paranoid nastiness of the early 
Cold War years, was actually coined in a 1950 Washington 
Post cartoon by Herbert L. Block (1909-2001). As graphic 
representations of particular historical moments, trends, 
and phenomena, political cartoons are not only a colorful 
and visually striking way of bringing history to life, 
they are also crucial tools for historical scholarship. It is 
to researchers’ great advantage that many archives and 
historical institutions are increasing efforts to introduce 
cartoon holdings to the digital world. In fact, there are 
numerous interesting and important on-line collections 
of editorial cartoons available on the World Wide Web.
Cartoonist Herb Block, a.k.a. “Herblock,” chronicled in 
images the issues, personalities, passions, and follies of 
twentieth century America for the Chicago Daily News, 
and later, the Washington Post. Block (who famously made 
Richard Nixon’s enemies list for his relentless pictorial 
criticism of the Nixon administration) was, without 
question, one of the most recognized and influential 
political cartoonists of the century, and there seems to have 
been no national issue that escaped his attention during 
his career. The fruits of Block’s 72-year career are housed 
in the Prints and Photographs Division of the Library 
of Congress, and a number of cartoons are available on-
line at http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/hlb/. The 
collection can be searched by subject, title, or format, 
and the Web site provides helpful additional resources 
that supplement the images, including a brief biography, a 
bibliography, links to specific on-line exhibitions of Block’s 
work, and the finding aid for Block’s manuscripts that are 
also held by the Library of Congress.
While Herb Block enjoys a reputation as one of America’s 
preeminent national-level cartoonists, important political 
cartooning can also be found at the local or regional levels. 
A sterling example of such work belongs to Midwesterner 
Jay Norwood “Ding” Darling (1876-1962). Beginning 
in 1900, Darling, an Iowa resident, drew daily cartoons 
for almost 50 years, first for the Sioux City Journal, and 
then for the Des Moines Register and Leader (with a brief 
unhappy stint at the New York Globe from 1911-1913). A 
solid, New Deal-hating Republican (who nevertheless was 
a passionate conservationist whom Franklin D. Roosevelt 
appointed as chief of the U.S. Biological Survey), Darling 
chronicled events ranging from Prohibition to the Great 
Depression to both World Wars. The vast majority of 
Darling’s work is housed at the University of Iowa, which 
has digitized its entire collection of his cartoons; available 
at http://digital.lib.uiowa.edu/ding/. The cartoons can 
be searched by date and title, as well as by controlled 
vocabulary terms that cover topics, people, events, and 
depictions.
Also located in the Midwest is the Billy Ireland Cartoon 
Library and Museum at The Ohio State University, http://
cartoons.osu.edu/, the mission of which is to develop “a 
comprehensive research collection documenting American 
printed cartoon art, to organize the materials, and to 
provide access to these resources.” The Ireland Museum 
counts among its vast holdings a large number of American 
political cartoons, many of which can be accessed through 
the museum’s on-line database.
Further south, the Richard B. Russell Library at the 
University of Georgia holds the work of cartoonist 
Clifford H. “Baldy” Baldowski (1917-1999), who, in his 
career at the Augusta Chronicle, the Miami Herald, and, 
most prominently, the Atlanta Constitution (1950-1983), 
produced over 15,000 individual editorial cartoons. 
Baldowski was a political moderate in an increasingly 
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conservative region, and his work, cartoons that are 
available on-line at http://dlg.galileo.usg.edu/baldy.html, 
documents a number of important topics; including, as 
the collection Web site puts it, “political reorganization 
in Georgia and the growth of Atlanta as well as the Civil 
Rights Movement, the Cold War, the Vietnam conflict, 
Middle East tensions, and Watergate.” The collection can 
be searched by a number of different methods, including 
keyword, title, subject, and publication date.
The American Association of Editorial Cartoonists (AAEC) 
is the professional union for freelance, staff, and student 
political cartoonists in the United States. The AAEC 
Editorial Cartoon Digital Collection at the University 
of Southern Mississippi, http://digilib.usm.edu/cdm/
landingpage/collection/cartoon, comprises more than 6,000 
images dating from 1782 to 1980, many created since 1960. 
The collection is searchable via a number of helpful search 
terms, including title, creator, subject, geographic location, 
format, and publisher, although only 1,000 or so cartoons 
are available on-line at this time.
George Fisher (1923-2003), an Arkansas native, published 
cartoons in the West Memphis News from 1946 to 1949 
and in the North Little Rock Times, starting in 1964. In 
1972, he became a cartoonist for the Arkansas Gazette, 
and, later in life, he left mainstream newspapers to 
draw for the alternative weekly, Arkansas Times. Fisher 
was enormously popular throughout Arkansas, and his 
cartoons depicted a dizzying array of local, state, and 
national subjects. The University of Arkansas holds 
Fisher’s papers, and a sampling of his drawings are available 
on-line at http://scipio.uark.edu/cdm4/index_GeoFisher 
.php?CISOROOT=/GeoFisher.
The editorial cartooning career of Theodor Seuss Geisel 
(1904-1991) has gone generally unrecognized, as he is 
much better known for his fabulously creative children’s 
books. From 1941 to 1943, however, Geisel was also chief 
editorial cartoonist for the left-leaning publication PM, 
for which he produced a number of cartoons lambasting 
isolationists and strongly supporting the U.S. involvement 
in World War II. Geisel’s papers, including his original 
drawings, are housed at the University of California, San 
Diego, which hosts an on-line exhibit of Geisel’s war 
cartoons at http://libraries.ucsd.edu/speccoll/dspolitic/
index.htm. The digitized cartoons are organized by year 
and can be browsed by subject categories, including 
people, countries/regions, war/domestic issues, and battles 
and battlefields.
In addition to assembling the work of an individual 
cartoonist, a cartoon collection can also represent a 
particular subject. Everett Dirksen (1896-1969) represented 
Illinois in the U.S. Congress for more than 30 years (1933-
1949 in the House, 1951-1969 in the Senate) and was 
one of the Senate Republicans’ key leaders. Dirkson was 
involved in many of the great political issues of his time, 
including the Cold War, Civil Rights legislation, the Great 
Society, and the Vietnam War, and was therefore widely 
depicted in the political cartoons of the day. The Dirksen 
Congressional Center, based in Pekin, Illinois, holds 
the papers of Dirksen and other Illinois politicians, and 
features an on-line collection of Dirksen-related cartoons 
at www.congresslink.org/cartoons/index.htm. The 300 
collected images are listed both chronologically and by 
subject, and represent the work of a number of important 
cartoonists, including Herblock, Pat Oliphant, Al Capp, 
Bill Maudlin, and Jim Berryman.
The resources listed in this article are only a few of the 
many collections of American political cartoons available 
on the World Wide Web. It is a credit to our profession 
that so many archivists and institutions have realized the 
historical significance of these images, as well as their 
inherent research potential. Political cartoons chronicle 
the progress of our history and our evolution as a people, 
capturing these phenomena in a few quick strokes of a 
pen. They are certainly worth our time and attention, 
and efforts by archivists to make them accessible to wider 
audiences through the World Wide Web are enormously 
important to the future understanding and interpretation 
of our shared history.
